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Agriculture

The 1970 CEQ annual report included
this observation about agriculture:

Monoculture has increased production effi-
ciency but has reduced the plant and wildlife
diversity essential to a stable ecosystem. These
less complex ecosystems are highly susceptible
to attack by insects and diseases which can
devastate a standing crop or single species
regionwide. Moreover, monoculture has forced
a heavy dependence on pesticides and fertil-
izers.

In the 25 years since the first edition of
Environmental Quality, the nation has
come to value “plant and wildlife diversi-
ty” as biodiversity and to adopt “stable”
ecosystems as a goal of the federal govern-
ment. Continued agricultural productivity
goes hand-in-hand with a public awareness
that the way the nation grows its food and
fiber affects all aspects of the environment





Cropland

The most intensively used and most
valuable agricultural land is generally that
planted to crops and known as cropland.
Four out of every five cropland acres pro-
duce one of four crops: corn, wheat, hay,

or soybeans (Figure 16.4). Most of the
corn and virtually all of the hay is fed to
livestock. Corn, wheat, and soybeans also
are major export commodities.
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Variations in cropland use (Figure
16.5) have occurred largely as a result of
acreage diverted from production by gov-
ernment programs (Figure 16.6).

Grazing Lands

According to the Department of Agri-
culture, the nation has 803 million acres
of grazing lands.  About 55 percent of
grazing lands are privately owned, with
the rest on federal lands  -7c5 2 Lands









In Louisiana, which has 40 percent of
remaining U.S. coastal wetlands and 80
percent of coastal wetlands losses, NRCS
is helping landowners with a watershed
management approach to conserve wet-
lands while meeting landowner objec-
tives for fisheries, wildlife habitat, wildlife
management, and grazing. An NRCS
plant materials center in Louisiana con-
ducts studies on wetlands plant species to

use in wetlands restoration (see also
Chapter 15, “Wetlands”).

Soil Erosion
In the past decade, the USDA has



Northwest, and other humid regions of
the United States, sheet-and-rill erosion
occurs as water removes soil in thin layers
(sheets) and tiny channels (rills). In many
parts of the Great Plains and West, wind
erosion is the more serious problem. The
average annual rate of sheet-and-rill ero-
sion on cropland was 3.1 tons per acre in
1992, dow30 761 55efon crthin a decadellsFig
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needs and reduce losses to the environ-
ment are seeing increased use.

The total amount of nitrogen, phos-
phate, and potash used for all purposes
(farms, lawns, golf courses, home gardens,
and other nonfarm lands) tripled in the
United States between the 1960s and
1980s, peaking at 23.7 million tons in
1981 (Part III, Table 57). The total vol-
ume used in 1995 was 21.3 million tons,
in step with total crop acreage declines
(Figure 16.14). Nitrogen use also has

tripled and equaled 11.7 million tons or
55 percent of all commercial fertilizers
used in 1995. In contrast, phosphate’s
share declined to 21 percent, and potash
now exceeds phosphate at 24 percent.
According to Department of Agriculture
estimates, agriculture accounts for greater
than 80 percent of total U.S. fertilizer use. 

Pesticide Use

Farmers began widespread use of pesti-
cides—herbicides, insecticides, fungi-
cides, and others—in the late 1950s, and
today agriculture accounts for about three
fourths of all pesticide use in the United
States, according to EPA. The industrial,
commercial, and government sector uses
18 percent, with the remainder used by
the home and garden sector. 

Pesticides promote reliable harvests,
quality crops, and stable farm income.
Many pesticides have adverse environ-
mental and health impacts, but most envi-
ronmentally damaging pesticides have














